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SIR CHARLES BLAGDEN, EARLIEST OF RHODE 
ISLAND ORNITHOLOGISTS. 

REGINALD HEBER HOWE, JUNIOR. 

I was interested, when compiling the Rhode Island, Massa- 
chusetts, and Vermont State lists, to notice the date of the first 
authentic record for any bird within the States named. The 
earliest Massachusetts record was of the Black Skimmer [Rliyn- 
chops nigra) recorded in 1605 in the Voyages of Samuel de 
Cliamplain. The Vermont list contains accounts of observa- 
tions made in 1794, by Samuel Williams, while the Rhode 
Island list dates from the writings of Edward A. Samuels in 
1867. The ornithological literature of the State of Maine dates 
from the History of that State by William D. Williamson, pub- 
lished in 1832; that of New Hampshire from the work of 
Jeremy Belknap in 1792 ; and that of Connecticut from early in 
the nineteenth century. That Rhode Island has always been 
neglected is evidenced by the minimum of literature and the lack 
of material from the State, in all the collections of the country. 

Through the kindness of Mr. William Brewster, I have lately 
received a copy of the Bulletin of the New York Public Library 
(vol. 7, no. 11, Nov., 1903, pp. 407-446), containing a number 
of letters from Sir Charles Blagden to Sir Joseph Banks, written 
from 1 776-1 780. 

Sir Charles Blagden, physician, was born on April 17, 1748. 
He graduated from the University of Edinburgh, and entered 
the army as a medical officer, remaining in service until 18 14. 
During the Revolution he was stationed at Charleston, Reedy 
Island, Delaware, New York, and Newport. He was on intimate 
terms with Cavendish, the famous chemist, who bequeathed him 
,£16,000. He was also a friend, for fifty years, of Sir Joseph 
Banks, president of the Royal Society, and he himself was 
elected secretary of this Society in 1784. He has been de- 
scribed as a "careful worker in physical research," and Dr. 
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Samuel Johnson, according to Boswell, called him " a delightful 
fellow." In 1789, he was elected a correspondent of the 
Academie des Sciences of Paris. On March 26, 1820, he died 
at Arcueil, Paris, at the home of his friend Berthollet, the 
renowned chemist. 

Sir Joseph Banks was born on February 13, 1743. He 
attended Harrow and Eton where he was early interested in 
botany. He afterwards entered Christ College, Oxford, where 
he became interested in general natural history. From 1768 
until 1 77 1, he fitted out and accompanied Cook's expedition on 
board the "Endeavor." He died at Isleworth, June 19, 1820, 
and his collections and herbarium were finally placed in the 
British Museum, where it is not improbable some of the Rhode 
Island animals collected by Blagden, were sent. 

One of the letters under date of October 28, 1777, states that 
the specimens were sent to Europe on " the Brigantine Betsy, a 
Navy. Victualer "' in " twelve Kegs " "preserved in Rum" and 
Blagden writes : " Upon my appointment to the employment 
which brought me hither, Mr. Barrington desired that I would 
collect what things fell in my way for the use of his friend Mr. 
Lever. After considering as maturely as I could what would 
best answer everybody's purpose, I thought that desiring you 
& Mr. Barrington to accept the collection jointly between you, 
would be the properest step. Mr. Lever 1 wants anything that 
he happens not to have in his Museum, whether it tends to illus- 
trate Science or not ; on the contrary nothing can be an object 
to you but wbat will conduce to the improvement of Natural 

History as a branch of Philosophy All my apprehensions 

are, lest the coolness which has subsisted between you & Mr. 
B. should make this division unpleasant ; but if it be possible, 
wave that on the present occasion out of your friendship to me ; 
if it be not - possible, the last resource is, that you will each be 
so kind as to take six kegs apiece : At the same time consider, 
that at least 19 out of 20 of the things sent must be mere 

1 Sir Ashton Lever " expended an immense fortune in the formation of ... . 
the Leverian Museum " near Manchester, which later was removed to London, 
and was finally sold "by way of lottery " in 1785, to a Mr. Parkinson, who sold 
it by auction in 1805. 
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trumpery, fit only to be thrown upon the dunghill ; for I took 
all that offered." Under date of March 2, 1778, Philadelphia, 
he again writes : " With respect to the Kegs from Rhode-Island, 
I should deem myself extremely unfortunate if they occasioned 
the least misunderstanding between you & Mr. Barrington, 
more especially as I am convinced that they scarcely contain 
anything worthy your attention ; it would be extremely easy to 
divide them by your taking six apiece ; but as Mr. Barrington 
had previously acquainted me with his intention of sending all 
that he should receive to Mr. Lever, I thought it would best 
answer both his purpose and yours, that he should give up to 
you every thing that was nondescript, (if there be any such) on 
condition of keeping all the remainder, among which there might 
be many specimens not yet in Mr. Lever's Museum, & there- 
fore interesting to him though not to you." 

Two of the letters — the first dated September 12, 1778, the 
second undated — contain an annotated list of animals collected 
in Rhode Island, which were sent home, evidently, by Sir 
Charles Blagden to Sir Joseph Banks in Europe. The number 
and sex of the specimens were curiously designated in the fol- 
lowing manner : " A string is tied to some part of the animal 
with its two ends of a length suited to the number to be 
expressed ; every single knot on either or both of these ends 
stands for a unit ; every double knot, that is, two single knots 
close together, stands for 10 ; and a loop at one end of the 

string means 100 Where I got a male & female the knotted 

string was tied to the right leg of the former & to the left leg of 
the latter." 

The birds, which are the subject of this paper, were collected 
in Rhode Island, and most of them are to be positively identi- 
fied from the names and descriptive notes. Many of the ver- 
nacular names he used are still in use in the State as local 
cognomens of species ; e. g., wamp, for the Eider {Somateria 
dresseri) . 

Under date of April 10, 1779, New York, he again writes 
that a Captain Davies "seems to have got every thing" in this 
country " that was brought to me in Rhode Island, except the 
Scapog-bird mentioned in my catalogue, which, I believe, he 
never saw." 
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Of the seventy-nine birds listed, the following species, I con- 
clude, are almost unmistakably indicated by Sir Charles Blagden . 
Only the notes as to their comparative abundance are given. 

List. 

i. " No. 2," " Diver " or " Loon " = Gavia lumme; "Feb. 
18." 

2. " No. 3," "Sparrow-Hawk" or " Pigeon-Hawk " = Falco 
sparverius probably, from date of capture. " Feb. 20." 

3. "No. 4," " yellow-Bird " = Astragalinus tristis. "Feb. 
24," also "Apr. 15 " ? 

4. " No. 5," " Blue-Bird " = Sialia stalls. " Mar. 15." 

5. " No. 6," " No. 42," and " No. 94," " Red-winged Black- 
bird ' ' = Agelalus phceniceus ; " male .... appeared here the 
10th or 1 2th of March : in a fortnight or three weeks came the 
females." 

6. "No. 7," " Robin " = Merula mlgratorla; "arrive.... 
about the middle of March, & in such quantities & so tame, that 
a dozen could be shot in an hour within two miles of the town." 

7. " No. 8," " yellow Woodpecker " = Colaptes aaratiis luteus. 
"Mar. 19." 

8. "No. 9," " Hildee " = Oxyechus vociferus. "March 24." 

9. " No. 10," " Snipe " = Gallinago delicata. " Mar. 24." 

10. "No. 12," "Wamp "= Somateria dresserl. "Mar. 25" 
and " Ap. 9." 

n. "No. 13," "Red-billed Coot" = Oldemla americana. 
" Mar. 25." 

12. "No. 14," and "No. 15"? "Beach-Bird, or Snipe 
Beach-Bird " = Calldris arenaria. " Mar. 25." 

13. "No. 16," " Marsh-Quail " = Stumella magna. " Ap. 
1." 

14. "Great Loon " = Gavia Imber; one was shot "April 
the 5." 

15. "No. 17 " and "No. 28," " Bald-pated Coot " = Olde- 
mla perspiclllat a. " Ap. 3." 

16. "No. 18" and " No. 23," "Old Wif e " = Harelda hye- 
malis. "Ap. 3 " and "Ap. 8." 



No. 462.] SIR CHARLES BLAGDEN. 40 1 

17. "No. 19," " Sheldrake "= Merganser serrator. "Very 
plenty." "Ap. 3." 

18. "No. 22," "Parrot-Bill," "Noddy" or " Murr " = Alca 
tarda ; " a rare bird here." " Ap. 10." 

19. "No. 24," "Dipper" = Erismatura jamaicensis \ "very 
common." " Ap. 8." 

20. " No. 25," " Loon " = Colymbus auritus. " Ap. 8." 

21. "No. 27," " Brant " = Branta bcrnicla. "In Spring, 
with a southerly wind, prodigious flocks pass close to Sachawest 
point." " Ap. 13." 

22. "No. 29," " White- wing " = Oidemia deglandi. "Ap. 

23. "No. 30," "Crow Black-bird" = Quiscalus quiscala + 
aeueus. "April." 

24. "No. 33," " Cormorant " = Phalacrocorax auritus or 
carbo, perhaps both. " Harbour in large quantities on a rock 
about 2 miles from Sachawest Point, thence called Cormorant 
Rock." " Ap. 22." 

25. "No. 35," "Common Swallow "= Hirundo crythrogas- 
ter. " Ap. 23." 

26. " No. 37," " Pewit " = Actitis macularia. 

27. "No. 40," " Grass-Plover "= Bartramia longicauda. 
Perhaps Charadrius dominions ? " They come in great num- 
bers & are very tame at first, but grow extremely shy & and 
hard to shoot in a few days. Ap. 29." 

28. "No. 43," " Woodcock" = Philohela minor; " there are 
Woodcock's nests in woods of most of the Islands round Rhode 
Island." "May 6." 

29. " No. 46," " black-breasted Plover " = Squatarola squa- 
tarola. " Lately migrated to the Island ; in flocks. May 9." 
"May 16." 

30. " No. 47," and "No. 61," "Tell-tale Plover," "yellow- 
legged Plover" = Totauus melanoleucus. "May 11 " and 
"May 15." 

31. "No. 48," " Ox-eye " = Ereuuetes pusillus "begins to 
come in large flocks to the ponds near the beach May 1 1." 

32. "No. 49," "ring-necked Plover " = ALgialitis semipal- 
viata. " May n." 
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33. "No. 50," " King-bird " = Tyrannus tyrannus. "May 
12." 

34. "No. 51," " Quongqueedle " = Dolichonyx oryzivoms. 
" The males appear some time before the females, — which 
then appear all of a sudden & pair immediately." "May 13." 

35. "No. 54," "common Chipbird " = Spizella socialis. 
" Frequenting the gardens April 23d." 

36. "No. 55" and " 62," and "67," "Rock-Plover," "red- 
legged Plover," "Whale-Bird "= Arenaria interpres. "May 
13." "May 15." "May 16." 

37. "No. 57," = Empidonax minimus. "Frequent in gar- 
dens. May 13 & 16." 

38. "No. 58," "Thrasher or Thrush " = Toxostoma rufum. 
"Pretty common." "May 13." 

39. "63," "Mosquito Gv&" =. Sterna antillarum; "very 
frequent about ponds near the beaches." "May 15 " (see text 
following " No. 102"). "July the 2d I shot a Mosquito Gull 
No. 63 with the Minow No. 45 in its mouth, which it was tak- 
ing to the young, then hid in the sand near the beach." 

40. "64," " Humming-Bird " = Trochilus colubris. "May 
15." 

41. "68," " common wild goose " = Branta canadensis. 

42. "69," " Night-Hawk " = CJwrdeiles virginianus ; "very 
common." "May 16." 

43. "No. 70," "Wren" = Troglodytes aedon; " found about 
shrubs in gardens." "May 16." 

44. "72," " Cat-bird " = Galeoscoptes carolinensis. "May 

I7-" 

45. "No. 73," "Fool Plover " = Macrorhamphus griseus. 
Fool Plover is to-day a local name for this species. " May 20." 

46. "75" and "No. 96," "Shike-poke" or "Quawk" = 
Nycticorax nycticorax ncevius. "May 22" and "June 19." 
Perhaps the former name refers to Butorides virescens, but it is 
universally called in the State " Fly-up-the-creek." 

47. "76," "Mackarel Gull" = Sterna hirnndo. "May 24." 

48. "80," "red-headed Woodpecker "= Melanerpes erythro- 
cephalus. Perhaps Sphyrapicus varius. "June 1." 

49. "82," "common crow " = Corvus bracliyrliynchos. 
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50. "No. 87," "American Cuckoo "= Coccyzus erythroph- 
thalmus; probably, because the more common. "June 15." 

51. " No. 90," " Tree Heron " = Nyctanassa violacea ; " very 
rare." "June 15." 

52. "No. 91," "Chimney Swallow " = Clitztura pelagica; 
" more common in the inland parts than near the seacoast." 
"June 15." 

53. "No. 92," " Fulica Chloropus " = Gallinula galeata; 
"very rare." "Jun. 16." 

54. " No. 93," " Whistling Quail " = Colinus virginianus ; 
"common." "Found all the year." 

55. "No. 97," "Bank Swallow" = Rip aria riparia. "June 
19." 

56. " No. 103," " Whipperwill " = Antrostomus vociferus. 
"Jul. 3." 

57. "No. 105," "wild Pidgeon " = Ectopistes migratorius. 
"Jul. 7." Evidently about June 19 "some nights .... came 
over the Island, but the great flocks are not found nearer the 
sea than Providence." 

58. "No. 107," "Gull," "Sterna nigra" = Hydrochelidon 
nigra surinamensis. "Jul. 14." 

59. "No. 108," " Kingfisher " = Ceryle alcyon. "July 14." 

60. " Broad-bill " = AytJiya marila. 

Of Doubtful Recognition. 

1. "No. 1," "Common Sparrow " = Spizella monticola or 
Melospisa cinerea melodia. "Feb. 18." 

2. "No. 12," " Whi[s]tling Diver "= Clangula cla7igula 
amcricana ? ; " coarse species of the Sea Wild Duck, very com- 
mon. Mar. 25." 

3. "wood-pecker" or "Picus hirundo"= Dryobates pubescens 
medianus ? Seen " April the 8th." 

4. "No. 26," "Loon" or " Colymbus Immer " = Gavia 
lumme*. "Ap. 13." " Weighed three pounds." 

5. "No. 32," "wood-pecker" = ? "Ap. 17." 

6. "No. 34," " Ground Sparrow" = Spizella pusillal "Ap. 
23." "Chirps, cannot sing." It is interesting to note that 
Wilson did not know the Field Sparrow's song. 
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7. "No. 36," "common Swallow " = Iridoprocne bicolor} 
"Ap. 23." 

8. " No. 52," " Goldfinch " = Carpodacus purpureus ? " May 
13th." 

9. "No. 53," " Chip-bird " = ? "May 13." 

10. " No. 56," " common Swallow " = Progne subis ? " April 

23-" 

1 1. " No. 66," "Grasshopper Gull " = Larus "camis" argen- 
tatus. " May 16." 

12. "No. 65," "Plover" = ? " May 16." 

13. "71," " Scapog-Bird "= Hmnatopus palliatus or Rhy it- 
chops nigra ? If either of these is the bird mentioned it makes 
the only record of occurrence in Rhode Island. 

14. " No. 77," "Gull" = ? "May 24." 

15- " 79." " P° rt Royal Bird " = Ampelis cedrorum ? " rare." 
" May 29." 

16. "No. 83," "bee-bird" = Tyrannus tyrannusl "June 7." 

17. " 84," " dipdapper " = ? "June 7." 

18. "No. 101," "yellow bird" = Dendroica astiva} "June 
26." 

19. "No. 104," "black snipe " = Helodromas solitariusl 
" Jul. 4." 



